gods from Bethel's orbit. First of all Anat as his divine consort; and also EshemBethel and Herem-Bethel, whose transfer to the orbit of Yaho did not affect their names apparently. While Anat is quite familiar to scholars of religion, Eshem and Herem are not. This contribution seeks to illuminate the identity of Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel on the basis of the evidence currently available -paying particular attention to new data from Amherst papyrus 63.
There can be no doubt that, to the Jewish soldiers of Elephantine and their Syrian colleagues in Syene, Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel were gods. So much is clear from the presence of Eshem-Bethel in the temple of Yaho, and from the qualification of Herem-Bethel as »the god« (B7.2:7-8). In addition, Eshem and Herem are well attested as gods in names carried by both Jews and Syrians living in Egypt.4 It should be noted that in these theophoric names, Eshem and Herem always occur independently of Bethel. People could be called Herem-natan, Eshem-šezib, or Bethel-natan, but it seems nobody named their child after Herem-Bethel or Eshem-Bethel. This observation triggers two questions. The one asks for the identity of Eshem and Herem; the other one concerns the nature of their relationship with Bethel.
So far, neither of these two questions has received a satisfactory answer. Not on account of a lack of diligence on the part of scholars, but for a lack of data. The most extensive treatment to date, written by Albert Vincent in the 1930s, devotes 28 pages to Herem-Bethel, and another 26 pages to Eshem-Bethel.5 Much of this, however, is a patchwork of sophisticated speculation on the basis of dubious etymology and random association. Most authors are more cautious than Vincent. Yet greater caution has not produced such insights into the nature of Herem and Eshem as might command the consent of the scholarly community. The new evidence of Amherst papyrus number 63 may bring about a change in this situation.6
Eshem-Bethel
The Amherst papyrus owes its claim to fame among scholars of the Hebrew Bible to what has been called »a paganized version of psalm 20«.7 However, the 9 lines of this forerunner of Psalm 20 represent only a fraction of the texts contained in the 23 columns of the papyrus, nearly all of which run into about 20 lines. Written with Demotic characters, the Amherst papyrus is a collection of Aramaic texts from a community historically related to the Jews and the Arameans that served as soldiers in Southern Egypt in the 5 th century BCE. The papyrus is a library of sorts. Most of the texts are prayers and hymns, but there is also historical narrative, and at times a mix of genres. The central deity of the papyrus is Bethel, most often referred to with his epithet Mār, »Lord«. Column 16 of the papyrus contains two hymns to Eshem-Bethel; and column 17 has a text celebrating the marriage of Herem-Bethel and Nanay .
It should be admitted at the outset that the reading of the names EshemBethel and Herem-Bethel in the Amherst papyrus has been contested because in both cases the orthography has dropped the mem. (XVII 14) . In the eyes of Ingo Kottsieper, the absence of the mem militates against the interpretation of these names as Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel, respectively.8 The objection is not compelling, however. The phenomenon of a consonant disappearing in composite divine names is not unique to these two deities in the Amherst papyrus; in column 17 the name of Baal-Shamayin is written as b ᴄ šmyn (XVII 17). In view of the orthographic variants ḥnwm (so mostly) and ḥnwb (A4.5:3, 8; A4.7:5) for the Egyptian god Ḥnum in the Elephantine papyri, the elision of the mem before a beth in composite divine names should be no cause for wonder. To mark the elision we might adapt the transliteration slightly so as to read either The one hymn to Eshem-Bethel that is most explicit about the character of the god is found in lines 13-17 of column 16. Here is a transliteration plus translation of the pertinent lines, based on photographs of the papyrus.10 This hymn consists of two parts. The first one is an invocation of Eshem-Bethel; the second one consists of a divine oracle promising safety to the worshippers. A similar combination of prayer and oracle occurs in VII 12-18 and XVI 1-3 (the other hymn to Eshem-Bethel). The format is familiar from the biblical Psalms and is encountered in much of the rest of the ancient Near East as well. The central character of the composition is Eshem-Bethel, a warrior god armed with bow and hammer. The reference to his venom (ḥmt), likened to that of the Tanninin (here translated as sea-serpents), does not imply a switch of metaphors. Venom was applied to the tips of arrows to make them more deadly. »For the arrows of Shadday are in me, my spirit absorbs their poison« (ḥmt, Job 6:4). The bow is often mentioned as a divine weapon; the »hammer« (pṭyš, compare Hebrew paṭṭîš) is unattested in that capacity, but is appropriate in the context of Eshem-Bethel as divine warrior. Bow, hammer, and arrows -alluded to through the reference to venom -belong to the battle gear of a storm-god: the rainbow, the thunder, and the lightning-bolts.
Eshem-Bethel is a warrior god promising protection to his worshippers gathered in their fortress. A fortress (mšgb) is a shield against enemy attacks and a symbol of protection. »Yahweh is a fortress (miśgāb) for the oppressed, and a fortress in times of trouble« (Psalm 9:10). The fortress of the worshippers of EshemBethel benefits from a special divine protection, called kdn after the Akkadian term kidinnu. There is divine protection against demons (»You should know that I have entered into the kidinnu-protection of my lords [i. e., gods]«) and against human enemies (Babylon is an āl kidinni, »city under divine protection«).12 The kidinnu that Eshem-Bethel provides will deter human enemies from attacking. Should adversaries lay siege to the city, the god himself will »come forth« (NPQ) from Darga and Rash »in a fire that you have not seen [before] .« The divine epiphany will be from the ascent (Darga, literally »ladder«) and the mountaintop (Rash, literally »head«), situated in the homeland of the community in the Lebanon.13 12 References to be found in CAD K 342-343. See also James Nathan Ford, »The Ancient Mesopotamian Motif of kidinnu ›divine protection of temple cities and their citizens‹ in Akkadian and Aramaic Magic,« in Encounters by the Rivers of Babylon, ed. Uri Gabbay and Shai Secunda, Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism 160 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014): 271-283. As nearly always in the Amherst papyrus, there are alternative readings possible. Since the context is one of warfare, kdn might also be understood as a defective writing of kîdôn, the Hebrew word for javelin. The translation offered by Richard C. Steiner in COS 1.99 (p. 321, »… may my linen be good, my linen which will touch your couch«) is based on a reading ṭb ktny ktny bmškbk yqrb, which is technically possible (the sign for D can also be read as T or Ṭ, and the sign for K also represents G and Q), but is hard to reconcile with the context. Rash is the home address of Eshem-Bethel; it is from here that he will hasten to the rescue of his people.
In the hymn under scrutiny, Eshem-Bethel is identified with two other gods: Yaho and Bethel. The identification with Yaho (in line 14) is explicit though not uncontested; other occurrences of Yaho use a Demotic sign-combination that is slightly different. Since such slight variants in sign-combinations are not uncommon in the Amherst papyrus, the reading yhw is a distinct possibility and, in view of the alternatives, in the end the most likely one. Also, the identification between Eshem-Bethel and Yaho fits the religious imagination that permeates papyrus Amherst. Here is why: In lines 14 and 17, Eshem-Bethel is referred to as »the Lord«. Richard Steiner renders the sign-combination for lord (or »my Lord«, mry.C) as »Mar«, thus turning it into a proper name. He has good reason to do so. If we read »Ba ᴄ al«, »Bēl«, and »Adōnay« as -secondary -proper names of Haddu, Marduk, and Yahweh/Yaho, there is no compelling reason to treat Bethel's epithet otherwise. For Mār, »Lord«, is the conventional designation of Bethel in the Amherst papyrus.14 Now if Eshem-Bethel is identified with Bethel (through the use of the epithet Mār); and if Bethel and Yaho are identified with one another; then the identification of Eshem-Bethel and Yaho should come as no surprise.
Eshem-Bethel is a warrior god intimately associated with storms and tempests. Yet if there is one trait that characterizes him more specifically, it is fire. His epiphany from Darga and Rash will be »in a fire (bš, to be understood as b The burning one appears, Eshem-Bethel; Nabu has proclaimed your kingship. Stand up, young man, in … I presented myself at your banquet, son of man. You will establish peace everlasting! At new moon [and …] Nabu will mention you; He will put you in my mind On earth and on high.
Two gods play a role in this text: Eshem-Bethel and Nabu. Nabu acts in the capacity of herald, scribe, and secretary -entirely in keeping with the folk etymology of his name (»the One Who Calls«) and his attributes in the Mesopotamian theology. Nabu proclaims and mentions, thus reminding his master of someone special. This someone special is a human being, a »son of man«. This is the man who is addressed throughout the text, and whose »rule« or »kingship« (mārūt) Nabu proclaims. The context of the text is a ceremony of either enthronement of re-enthronement on the occasion of the New Year. Eshem-Bethel is the god who grants kingship, and under whose protection the human king will reign. Little is said about the god's character, apart from the fact that he is described as »burning« (šbb). Fire is the distinctive attribute of Eshem-Bethel. The close association of Eshem-Bethel and fire ( ᴐ ēš) is hardly a coincidence. Eshem-Bethel is Bethel in his capacity as the god who is »burning« and who manifests himself »in a fire that you have not seen [before] .« Earlier scholars have proposed a link between Eshem and the Mesopotamian deity Išum.15 Though their proposal has been dismissed by most later scholars, there is an analogy between Eshem and Išum that deserves to be noted. Išum, too, is a warrior god associated with fire. In his case, this is not the fire of lightning, but the fire of the torch carried by the night watchman.16 Jean Bottéro and others have explained the name Išum on the basis of the common Semitic word for fire, ᴐ Š/ ᴐ Ṯ.17 Perhaps the explanation is ultimately a folk etymology; yet the point is whether in antiquity this etymology was productive of meaning. On the face of the available evidence, it would seem to have been so. In the cases of both Eshem and Išum, the name of moves from the god wooing his mistress, to the goddess opening the door for her lover, culminating to his laying her down on the bedspread. The gods involved are identified as Nanay and Herem-Bethel. Nanay figures regularly in Near Eastern love lyrics, but her usual partner is Nabu. Nabu, however, is completely absent from this text; his role has been usurped by Herem-Bethel. In the ideology of papyrus Amherst, this is not an usurpation, however; being the supreme deity, Herem-Bethel is entitled to Nanay.
The underlying logic of the transfer assumes that Herem-Bethel is in fact an avatar of Bethel, for Bethel -the Lord, Mār -is the number one deity of papyrus Amherst 63. Herem-Bethel and Eshem-Bethel resemble each other in the sense that they are both particular manifestations of Bethel -the latter in his capacity as the storm-god who answers with fire, the former as the lover of Nanay. The name Herem (ḥrm) must somehow be connected to the sacred marriage ceremonies. The etymology of ḥrm is uncontested; it derives from the common Semitic root ḤRM, which refers to the sphere of the sacred -awe-inspiring, forbidding, fascinating. In the combination Herem-Bethel, the term has usually been understood on the analogy of Arabic ḥarām, »sacred precinct, sanctuary«, as in the name Ḥarām aš-Šarīf for the site of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. According to this line of reasoning, Herem-Bethel must be understood as a genitive construction meaning »Sacred precinct of Bethel«; the understanding of Herem as »sacred property« or »taboo« (of either Bethel or Yaho) is a variant of this solution. The present sacred marriage text compels us to look for another explanation. In fact, there is a well-known connection between the notion of the sacred and sex. The Akkadian word for prostitute is ḫarimtu, semantically the equivalent of Hebrew qĕdēšâ (»prostitute«, but literally »the holy one, the consecrated one«). The male counterpart of the Babylonian ḫarimtu is the ḫarmu, »young lover« or »mate«, a rare word known best for its occurrence in the description of the god Dumuzi as the »mate« or »young lover« of Ishtar ( If ḥerem (ḥarim) in the compound name Herem-Bethel goes back to ḫarmu as title of Dumuzi, there is reason to ask whether the sacred marriage here described is perhaps modeled on that of Ištar and Dumuzi. Many lines of these love lyrics are too general to answer that question; but there is one element that does point in the direction of the Ištar-Dumuzi mythology; it is the twofold reference to the grave. The song and the music of »the chosen lad« are to RMŠ his lady lover »in the grave« (lines 10-11). The verb RMŠ is unattested elsewhere. It is most likely interpreted as a denominative derived from rmš, »evening«, which yields a variety of possible meanings. On account of the reference to music and singing, I have opted for the etymological corresponding »to bring a serenade« (from Italian sera, evening). In the logic of the song, it is Nanay who hears the serenade »in the grave«. Is the use of this word a faint echo of the descent of Ištar to the netherworld and her periodical return among the living? Possibly so -though the »grave« (or, less specifically, »chamber«) is more likely a metaphor for the impenetrable room where the goddess is hiding. If the goddess is indeed referred to as ḫrmt, according to a possible reading of the difficult signs at the beginning of line 12, there would be another parallel with Ištar.24
Concluding Observations
The new evidence from the Amherst papyrus shows that Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel are distinct manifestations of Bethel. Unlike the name Anat-Bethel, their names are not genitive constructions but appositions, the first name qualifying the aspect under which the god Bethel manifests himself. Anat-Bethel is the »Anat-of-Bethel«, meaning Anat, the consort of Bethel; Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel are »Bethel-as-Eshem« (Bethel in his capacity as god of fire) and »Bethel-as-Herem« (Bethel in his capacity as divine mate), respectively. Neither Eshem nor Herem occur in the Amherst papyrus as independent gods. Anat does, in line 9 of column 8 ( ᴄ n n t). This does not warrant the conclusion that Eshem and Herem never had an existence independent of Bethel; their independent existence as gods is a possibility that we cannot rule out.25 Yet on the evidence 24 There remains the as yet unresolved problem of the duality between ḪRM (ḫarimtu, ḫarmu) and ḤRM (Ḥerem). Note also, however, the dual writing of the root RḤM/RḪM in columns 14-15, where rḥm is the writing for the verb (»to show mercy«, XIV 3, 16-17; XV 1) and rḫm is the writing for »Maiden«, a title of Nanay (XIV 4, 5, 10, 16) In the religious life of the Jewish community of Elephantine, Yaho (the Jewish equivalent of Bethel), Eshem-Bethel, and Herem-Bethel were treated as distinct deities -even though the evidence shows that Eshem and Herem were actually understood to be aspects of Bethel (and, on account of his identification with Bethel, of Yaho). Does this make these Jews polytheists? The tension between the One (Yaho, Bethel) and the many (his various manifestations or aspects) is a familiar phenomenon in religion. In the Christian tradition, there are the many manifestations of Saint Mary, distinguished by their iconography, place of worship, and particular field of specialization. In Hinduism, there are the avatars of Vishnu and the iconographic repertoire of Krishna in his different roles. The monotheism/polytheism binary is inadequate as a conceptual tool to come to terms with the underlying issue of unity versus diversity. The Elephantine Jews embraced the diversity without surrendering the unity; their God was in no way inferior to Bethel and had no smaller repertoire of manifestations.
Abstract:
The pluralism that characterized the religious life of the Jewish community at Elephantine (5 th century BCE) included the veneration of Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel. This contribution seeks to illuminate the identity of these gods on the basis of new evidence from the Aramaic texts in Demotic script known as papyrus Amherst 63. It shows that Eshem-Bethel and Herem-Bethel are particular manifestations of Bethel; the one in his role as fiery storm-god; the other in his capacity as sexual mate of a divine consort.
Zusammenfassung: Die Vielfalt, die das religiöse Leben der jüdischen Gemeinde auf Elephantine im 5. Jhd. v. Chr. kennzeichnete, beinhaltete die Verehrung von Eshem-Bethel und Herem-Bethel. Dieser Beitrag möchte die Identität dieser Götter auf der Basis neuer Hinweise aus den aramäischen Texten in demotischer Schrift, die unter der Bezeichnung Papyrus Amherst 63 bekannt sind, erhellen. Diese zeigen, dass Eshem-Bethel und Herem-Bethel Manifestationen von Bethel sind, der eine in seiner Rolle als feuriger Sturmgott, der andere in seiner Funktion als Sexualpartner einer göttlichen Gemahlin. Résumé: Le pluralisme qui caractérisait la vie religieuse de la communauté juive à Eléphantine (5 ème s. av. n. è.) comprenait la vénération de Eshem-Béthel et Hérem-Béthel. L'article cherche à éclairer l'identité de ces dieux sur la base des nouvelles données apportées par les textes araméens en écriture démo-tique connus en tant que papyrus Amherst 63. Il montre que Eshem-Béthel et Hérem-Béthel sont des manifestations particulières de Béthel, l'un dans son rôle de dieu de l'orage impétueux, l'autre dans sa fonction de partenaire sexuel d'une compagne divine.
